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As conservatoire style dance teaching has traditionally utilised a 
hierarchical approach through which the student must conform to the ideal 
requirements of the conventional technique, current discourse is beginning 
to question how dance training can develop technical acuity without 
stifling students’ ability to engage creatively. In recent years, there has 
been growing interest in the field of somatics and its relationship to tertiary 
dance training due to the understanding that this approach supports creative 
autonomy by radically repositioning the student’s relationship to embodied 
learning, skill acquisition, enquiry and performance. This research 
addresses an observable disjuncture between the skills of dancers 
graduating from tertiary training and Australian dance industry needs, 
which increasingly demand the co-creative input of the dancer in 
choreographic practice. Drawing from Action Research this paper will 
discuss a project, which introduces somatic learning approaches, primarily 
from Feldenkrais Method and Hanna Somatics to first year dance students 
in their transition into tertiary education. This paper acknowledges 
previous research undertaken, most specifically the Somdance Manual by 
the University of Western Sydney, while directing focus to the first year 
student transition from private dance studio training into the pre-
professional arena. 
 
Tertiary dance training; Feldenkrais Method; somatics; first year experience; 
Australian dance.  
 
Introduction: the Australian context 
This article discusses a four-week pilot project undertaken at Queensland University 
of Technology (QUT) by dance lecturers Avril Huddy and Jennifer Roche to explore 
the effectiveness of integrating somatic principles drawn chiefly from the Feldenkrais 
Method (FM) and Hanna Somatics1 within technical dance training (primarily 
contemporary dance and ballet) in tertiary level training. The aim is to promote 
autonomous learning and creativity in the dance class and support students in their 
transition into tertiary training, while facilitating a more effective alignment with 
current employment trends in the professional dance sector.  
 
                                                     
1 Originally a philosopher Thomas Hanna (1928-1990) was a student of Moshe Feldenkrais 
and became a practitioner of the Feldenkrais method before developing his own system 
(Johnson 1995, 339). 
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Through the growth in diversity of choreographic styles in contemporary dance in 
recent years, the practice of the dancer has evolved to embody a co-creative role 
(Butterworth 2004, Roche 2009, Bales and Nettl-Fiol 2008). With the rise of the 
independent dance milieu, the majority of contemporary choreographers are funded 
on a project-by-project basis and this cultural shift has impacted upon the career 
pathways and skill set required by dancers as they negotiate an increasingly complex 
and unpredictable profession. These industry shifts have been recorded in studies 
commissioned by Australia Council for the Arts and the Australian Dance Council 
(Throsby 2004, Throsby and Zednik 2010) and have influenced policy documents 
such as the Dance Plan 20122, which prioritises developing sustainable careers for 
dance artists, promoting innovation and excellence, tertiary curriculum development 
and enhancing career pathways for dancers.  
 
The ‘portfolio career’, as defined by David Throsby (2004) in his profile of dance in 
Australia, requires dancers to be highly technically trained while also embracing 
versatility, entrepreneurship and creative thinking.  Bales and Nettl-Fiol (2008, p. viii) 
identify the rise of the entrepreneurial dancer as ‘a counterpart to the independent 
choreographer’, explaining that although this shift in career practices is born out of 
necessity, in many cases for creative reasons, dancers choose to follow a diverse 
career path which will see them working with a variety of different choreographers 
throughout their professional lives. Amanda Card (2006) in her review of the 
Australian dance sector has identified a number of Australian dancers that regularly 
cycle between established dance companies such as Garry Stewart’s Australian Dance 
                                                     
2 Australia Council for the Arts. "Dance Plan 2012". [Accessed 29/10/13) 
http://www.australiacouncil.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0016/35602/Dance_Plan_2012_.pd
f    
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Theatre, Lucy Guerin Inc., Ballet Lab and Chunky Move3. Card (2006, p. 14) 
explains that these dancers are considered artists in their own right and posses the 
versatility and skill to succeed across many different creative contexts as, she writes, 
they ‘offer choreographers what they need. They are experts in their field. They 
exhibit the high level of intelligence associated with being good at what they do, and 
they have the ability to be where they need to be in the short, fragmented time frames 
offered by project employment’. In the understanding that each choreographer may 
have unique processes and practices as well as an idiosyncratic movement language, 
Card’s (2006) description outlines the versatility needed by dancers operating in the 
dance sector in Australia.  
 
Preparing dancers for this type of career trajectory suggests a need to re-think current 
dance training practices. As conservatoire style dance teaching has traditionally 
utilised a hierarchical approach through which the student must conform to the ideal 
requirements of the conventional technique, current discourse is beginning to question 
how dance training can develop technical acuity without stifling students’ ability to 
engage creatively (Parviainen 2003, Bales and Nettl-Fiol 2008, Clarke, Cramer and 
Müller 2011).  Arguably, there can be significant gaps between the skills of dancers 
graduating from tertiary training and industry needs. For example, when she 
interviewed a range of Australian- based contemporary choreographers such as 
Gideon Obarzanek, Garry Stewart and Rosalind Crisp on the qualities they seek in 
Australian dance graduates, Wendy Lasica (2003, p. 34) discovered that ‘a strong 
physical training was the bare minimum required from graduating students and most 
                                                     
3 Card (2006) identifies these dancers as Craig Bary, Fiona Cameron, Kristina Chan, Shona 
Erskine, Michelle Heaven, Sarah Jane Howard, Stephanie Lake, Lena Limenosa, Jo Lloyd, 
Ryan Lowe, Kirstie McCracken, Shona McInnes, Carlee Mellow and Byron Perry. 
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[choreographers] felt that institutions were providing that to some degree’. However, 
these choreographers were also seeking ‘flexibility and adaptability to different ways 
of working’ (2003, p.34). Lasica (2003) identifies that Crisp, in particular, found 
through her encounter with a cross-section of Australian graduates that inquiry and 
open-mindedness did not seem to be fostered by the main training institutions and she 
emphasized the importance of training dancers as ‘intelligent artists’ rather than just 
for employment.   
 
A key factor in the development of dancers for the twenty-first century is creative 
autonomy, a state of being, which is not traditionally associated with industrial dance 
training.  Sally Gardner (2007, p. 40) explains that in industrial systems of production, 
‘artists/artisans lose control of [… their] practices—becoming alienated from their 
own labour, losing the power of self-regulation and artisanal self-definition’. 
Although dancers entering into training programs are novices and need to acquire a 
range of fundamental skills to be successful in the profession, the attempt to embody 
the unachievable ideal characteristics of a dance technique can be counterproductive 
if the dancer is not enabled to adapt this to the specificities of her/his body and to 
develop an autonomous outlook.  
 
It is not feasible for one tertiary training institution to attempt to train dancers to be 
proficient in all of the dance styles and skills currently utilized in contemporary 
repertoires. Obarzanek, Stewart and Crisp’s responses speak to the need for dance 
training to broaden its focus to include important processing skills: problem solving, 
critical thinking, collaboration, persistence, adaptability and autonomy. Perhaps more 
then ever, choreographers and artistic directors are addressing the perceived gap 
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between a performer’s skill set and creative potential within the morning technique 
class or warm-up class to ensure creative productivity4.  
 
Staff at ADT 5 and Force Majeure 6 identified a requirement to design the daily 
technique/warm-up class around the specific needs of the choreography being 
developed or performed, and the skills of the performers in the company at any one 
time. Working with diverse movement styles and artists, both of these companies 
offer a broad range of styles within the daily technique/warm-up class. Staff at 
Bangarra Dance Theatre7, Force Majeure8 and Shaun Parker & Company9 
commented on the need for the morning technique/warm-up class to focus dancers’ 
thinking and ensure that they are not just physically engaged. Mind-body connection 
is integral to many companies’ creative processes, which demand a high level of 
collaboration and contribution from the dancers10. Since the appointment of Artistic 
Director, Anouk Van Dijk in 2012, Chunky Move dance artists practice 
Countertechnique as the chief component of their daily training/preparation program. 
                                                     
4 Expressions Dance Company (EDC), Australian Dance Theatre (ADT) and Dance North 
(DN) continue to offer a mix of contemporary technique and ballet in their morning 
training/warm-up class (more contemporary then ballet in a week); a traditional format for 
Australian contemporary dance companies. However, breaking from tradition, many of these 
companies are also incorporating specialised fitness classes for example, Xtend Barre, 
boxing, cardiovascular training, yoga and Pilates classes as a morning class in response to 
increases in cardiovascular and endurance demands of current repertoire. (Xtend Barre was 
developed by dancer and Pilates instructor, Andrea Rogers and incorporates dance elements, 
such as verticality and diversification of movement range into Pilates. See 
http://www.xtendbarreaustralia.com.au/our-studio/about-xtend/ accessed September 5, 2014). 
Companies such as Lucy Guerin Inc., Force Majeure, Shaun Parker and Chunky Move do not 
offer any training in ballet preferring to offer their company members a range of 
contemporary styles and yoga as preparation for the daily demands of their creative work. 
5 Telephone conversation August 4, 2014,  
6 Email Correspondence August 4, 2014. 
7 Email Correspondence August 4, 2014. 
8 Email Correspondence August 4, 2014. 
9 Telephone conversation August 4, 2014.  
10 In email correspondence on July 30, 2014,EDC dancer, Elise May, described the mind-
body, focusing and calming effects of the company’s weekly yoga class. She stated that 
‘Natalie [Weir, Artistic Director] has noticed on more than one occasion, that yoga puts us in 
a really good brain-space for rehearsals.’  
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One aspect of this technique is scanning, which requires dancers to ‘actively observe 
their own physical and mental state’ in order to make informed movement choices 
(Siegmund and Van Dijk 2011, p. 78). This approach develops movement 
differentiation, highlights choices and facilitates adaptability and autonomy, all 
benefits that are common to the practice of the FM.  
 
Somatics and dance training 
In recent years, there has been growing interest in the field of somatics11 and its place 
in tertiary dance training due to the understanding that this approach supports creative 
autonomy by radically repositioning the student’s relationship to embodied learning 
(Batson 2008), skill acquisition, enquiry and performance. Furthermore, the somatic 
approach facilitates career longevity through safe dance practice (Hutt 2010). 
Holdoway et al. (2002), through funded research undertaken over a two-year period at 
the University of Western Sydney (UWS), developed a series of protocols for 
integrating somatics within technical dance training, which were published as the 
Somdance Manual. These protocols relate to the teaching and learning of 
contemporary dance by integrating somatic principles of body alignment, functional 
anatomy, self-observation and awareness of sensory-motor feedback. The protocols 
were ‘woven into the fabric of the dance technique class’, rather than operating as an 
adjunct activity and the intention was that these tools were accessible to dance 
teachers who were unfamiliar with somatics (Holdaway et al. 2002, p. ix). Although 
internationally recognised as significant (Fortin 2002), the Somdance Manual was not 
                                                     
11 Somatics, a term that was originally coined by Hanna, refers to a wide field of practice that 
includes Feldenkrais Method®, Alexander Technique, Body Mind Centering® amongst other 
approaches. The soma, a word of Greek origin means ‘the living body in its wholeness’ and in 
relation to somatics, describes the first-person perspective of embodiment. Hanna, Thomas. 
1979. The body of life. Rochester, Vermont: Healing Arts Press. 
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implemented at UWS due to the subsequent closure of the dance department.  
 
An audit of the Australian Tertiary Dance Council12 members’ course and unit 
outlines descriptors revealed that the Victorian College of the Arts (VCA); The 
University of New South Wales (UNSW); Deakin University (DU); The West 
Australian Academy of Performing Arts (WAAPA); Australian College of Physical 
Education (ACPE) and Edith Cowan University (ECU) offer some degree of somatic 
practice as part of their dance programme. Course outlines indicate that although 
somatics is being discussed and experienced within a contemporary technique 
context, this approach often may be used as an adjunct activity to complement 
technical training, rather than being integrated within the pedagogy of the dance 
technique class. We propose that this makes it challenging for students to apply 
somatic knowledge to the various contexts they will encounter throughout a tertiary 
training program, a belief that is corroborated in Fortin, Vieira and Tremblay’s (2009) 
study on the impact of the FM in a tertiary level dance training institution.  
The work of Jacqueline Simmonds, Feldenkrais practitioner and co-author of the 
Somdance Manual and Course Convener of the Bachelor of Applied Dance at ACPE, 
is perhaps a significant point of difference within current practices in current 
Australian tertiary dance training. Simmonds’ pedagogical framework for teaching 
contemporary dance technique is embedded in somatic practices and approaches. She 
continues to explore the design and delivery of contemporary dance technique units 
and dance teaching units that are underpinned by somatic approaches and practices. 
                                                     
12 The Tertiary Dance Council of Australia (TDCA), founded in 1985, consists of all 
universities, colleges and TAFEs offering full-time dance courses. The TDCA provides a 
forum for policy development and response, advocacy, collaboration and the exchange of 
ideas. http://ausdance.org.au/network/details/TDCA accessed September 4, 2014.  
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Simmonds13 describes the two main challenges in her approach within a tertiary 
dance context as,   
Delivering the information in such a way as to capture the interest of young 
dancers, many of whom come from a dance studio background where it 
appears that technique is all about doing ‘steps’ (with little or no attention 
given to mindfulness); and finding dance technique teachers who were 
somatically informed and able to reflect this work in dance technique classes 
that also meet students where they are at.  
 
Private studio training 
Historically, pre-tertiary level dance training has been hosted by private dance studios 
and packaged under the banner of one of the many popular formalised dance syllabi, 
for example, the Royal Academy of Dance (RAD), Cecchetti, Imperial Society of 
Teachers of Dancing (ISTD), Federal Association of Teachers of Dancing Australia 
(FATD), and Australian Teachers of Dancing (ATOD). Participation, adherence and 
success at this level within the private dance studio has long been viewed as the rite-
of-passage for dance students wanting to further their involvement with the dance 
industry, receive teaching qualification from their chosen syllabus, engage in post 
secondary school training or entry into the profession.  
 
David Spurgeon (2000) outlines that within the private studio training sector in 
Australia, there has been a ‘proliferation of festivals, shows, spectaculars and 
eisteddfods’ through which schools can display the technical abilities of dance 
students and thus increase the school’s positioning in a competitive market. Although 
                                                     
13 Email correspondence September 3, 2014.  
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Spurgeon (2000) is discussing in particular dance training for younger children, he 
cautions that students are often given insufficient time to play creatively in their 
formative dance training years, impacting on their ability in subsequent years to 
improvise and invent new movements, rather than rearranging familiar steps. He 
writes that this is demonstrated in ‘the relief with which secondary and tertiary dance 
students “dance the same dance” in preference to pushing themselves beyond their 
comfort zone’ (Spurgeon 2000, p. 67). These issues are recognisable in the 
demographic of students entering tertiary training at QUT, where an overt focus on 
‘technical’ ability, is measured by the ability to perform familiar virtuosic 
movements. Spurgeon (2000, p. 70) further outlines how dance within the dominant 
culture is often reduced to ‘a discreet activity suitable primarily for obedient females’. 
By the time many dance students enter tertiary training learning habits have been 
deeply embedded.  
 
This traditional approach to dance training is widespread and although it successfully 
transfers the technical and artistic conventions associated with the various genres of 
dance, it doesn’t prepare the dancer to successfully meet either the current physical 
and intellectual demands of tertiary training or those of a professional dancer or dance 
educator. This is evident in the unfocused approach to learning of numerous first-year 
tertiary dance students. For many of our students, the transition from pre-vocational to 
vocational training is arduous, the learning curve is steep and, for some, 
overwhelming. As a means to address this issue, this pilot research purposefully 
embedded somatic practices in the first four weeks of the Bachelor of Fine Arts, 
Dance degree at QUT with a view to integrating this approach in the ongoing 
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pedagogical experiences of the students throughout their training. A particular focus 
of this pilot was to support first-year students through this period of great change. 
 
Dance courses at QUT were developed in the early 1980s using traditional tertiary 
models from the UK and USA. There was no entrenched history of allegiance with 
existing courses, staff or dance companies and this allowed QUT staff to develop 
innovative courses that responded to industry needs in Queensland and Australia. The 
philosophies and practices embedded during these years have continued to allow good 
growth and development, keeping QUT courses at the forefront of tertiary dance 
programs in Australia. However, as career pathways in dance have migrated towards 
multi-disciplinary practice, performer as entrepreneur and dancer as creative 
collaborator within choreographic processes, the teaching faculty recognised the need 
to evolve alongside best practice in order to best position our students for a changed 
professional environment. Inspired by the development of the Somdance Manual and 
in collaboration with Zoran Kovich, one of the original team of researchers on the 
Somdance Project at UNWS, we are developing a four-year research project at QUT 
dance.  
 
This pilot study built upon QUT Dance’s current First Year Experience intervention, 
the Transitional Training Program (TTP), which has been designed in alignment with 
the Australian Learning & Teaching Council’s Good Practice Report: Student 
Transition into Higher Education (Gale, T., and Parker, S.,  2011). Although running 
successfully for a number of years, previous incarnations of this four-week program 
have problematized the first year student transition as a temporary issue rather than 
addressing more fundamental approaches to embodied learning that will carry the 
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student through the course and into professional life. It is understood that this is the 
ideal stage of career development to implement new approaches to learning by giving 
students the optimum amount of time to ‘unlearn’ previous learning styles whilst 
integrating new approaches to anatomical alignment, body awareness and sensory-
motor feedback. McWilliam et al. (2006) explain, 
 
For young people who will increasingly experience a ‘portfolio career’ 
they will need to ‘unlearn and  ‘forget’ certain practices processes and at 
the same time learn and embrace others. Getting the mix of learning and 
unlearning right will be more important for new generations of learners 
than merely sticking to time-honoured habits that mark a former stable 
social world.  
 
A shift in teaching and learning culture 
This research recognises the challenge of implementing systemic change from within 
the university environment when teaching praxis is significantly influenced by 
traditional teaching styles. The art of dance teaching has evolved as an oral tradition 
where knowledge has been imparted from revered master teacher to apprentice (Au 
1988 and McWilliam et al. 2006) in a time-honoured teacher-centred practice (Raman 
2009). This traditional framework does not encourage student questioning, comment 
or deep cognitive engagement (Au 1988, Taylor & Taylor 1995). Instead, students 
learn by mimicking (Gray 1989), and rely on external cues from the teacher, their 
reflected mirror image and demands arising from the teacher’s perspective.  In this 
environment many students struggle to develop as motivated, autonomous, creative 
learners (Hamalainen 2002). In time, these habits of engagement embed in the young 
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student-dancers a tacit knowledge that is accepted and unchallenged (Crampton 
2005). The important difference that somatic practices, in this instance the FM, offer 
is rather than focused on achievement and product, they encourage learning as an 
ongoing process that requires distinct and individualised approaches. As Feldenkrais 
(2010, p. 67) outlined,   
In traditional learning it is what we learn that is important. But the higher 
function of learning to learn is free of such restrictions. Learning to learn 
involves an improvement of the brain function itself which carries it beyond 
its latent potential. To facilitate such learning it is necessary to divorce the aim 
to be achieved from the learning process itself. The process is the important 
thing and should be aimless.  
The FM promotes awareness through movement and students of the method engage in 
an ongoing process of movement exploration and experimentation to unlock habits of 
moving, thinking and engaging, that negatively impact their movement potential and 
wellbeing. This learner-centred approach transfers the focus from teacher knowledge 
to student understanding. Creativity, self-regulation and autonomy are essential 
elements for participation in the FM. Participants practice curiosity, moving with 
ease, awareness and quality, and work to limit ambition and achievement.   With no 
requirement to conform to a group ethos or imposed ideal, the focus for the 
Feldenkrais participant is self-awareness, self-experience, and self-discovery.  
Learning within the FM relies on reciprocity. The teacher/practitioner, and participant 
engage in an active exchange to communicate, reveal and enliven the body. 
Regardless of activity or movement, the focus returns to awareness with the most 
important learning being participant agency. The teacher in this context is not the 
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expert, but rather an agent for change, inspiring within the participant life-skills of 
self-awareness, self-responsibility, self-exploration and self-reflection. Sociologist 
and educational theorist, Jack Mezirow’s (1998) claim that in order for transformation 
learning to occur, teaching must unsettle fundamental assumptions, is aligned with 
Feldenkrais’ (1981, p. 92) belief that  ‘it is more important to learn the way to learn 
new skills than the feat of the skills themselves; the new skill is only a useful reward 
for your attention.’ This viewpoint is extremely important within the tertiary dance -
learning environment where young students are often unaware of their long held 
preconceived and practiced habits and ideas. John Dewey (cited in Rodgers 2002) 
sees routine action or habits as a ‘miseducative’ experience, whereas, an educative 
experience broadens the field of experience and knowledge.  As Feldenkrais (2010, p. 
58) explains ‘learning is a gift of life. A special kind of learning: that of knowing 
oneself’.  
This level of investigation and experimentation into teaching and learning theory is 
critical in an industry where a professional performance career has long been the only 
prerequisite for a teaching career. Dance pedagogy, in this paradigm, benefits from 
the incorporation of theory from somatic practices and the broader teaching and 
learning field. The integration of FM in dance technique aligns with constructivist 
teaching approaches that encourage problem solving, play, analysis and reflection, 
empowering the dance student to question and move beyond traditional dance 
curriculum and pedagogy.  By foregrounding the first-person perspective, somatic 
approaches celebrate the felt phenomena and the body as subject. This is of particular 
relevance within the dance studio where traditional approaches to dance training 
objectify the body, reducing the person to the sum of their physical facility and 
subsequent technical ability. When utilized within the dance technique class, the 
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learner-centered approach to dance education promotes the development of the whole 
person through conceptual understanding of the dance technique, heightened 
perceptual awareness, embodied understanding of physical potential, and a keen sense 
of self (Daniels 2009, p. 8).  
The challenge for tertiary dance teachers is to attempt to reveal, articulate and 
interpret deeply subjective bodily-knowing (Press 2002) into the realm of objective-
knowing (Fraleigh 1987) in order to encourage similar engagement and investment 
from their students. In this new dance class, the teacher is not the gatekeeper of the 
teaching and learning experience, but rather a fellow learner and only one voice 
within the learning environment, with each participant the expert of their embodied 
experience. Re-focusing the lens through which students view participation within the 
technique class exposes the creative practice and processes inherent in learning to 
dance, regardless of syllabi, genre or teacher. As quoted in the Somdance Manual, 
Moshe Feldenkrais outlined’ when you learn how to learn, you will realise that there 
are no teachers, that there are only people learning and people learning how to 
facilitate learning’14.   
 
Building the teaching culture 
As students were exposed to new ways of learning from the beginning of their first 
year of training and these ideas were embedded and integrated into dance technique 
classes, the involvement of all of the permanent technique teachers at QUT was 
essential to ensure validation and support for this approach. In the lead up to the 
study, Kovich facilitated two professional development workshops for staff, giving us 
                                                     
14 San Francisco Feldenkrais Method Training, 1975, quoted in D. Leri, ‘Learning how to 
learn’, Gnosis Magazine, Fall, 1993, pp.49-53.  
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an opportunity to unpack teaching approaches and experience some of the ways that 
somatic sensibilities could be included in our teaching. These workshops were not 
tightly structured but instead Kovich supported an atmosphere of play and discovery, 
emphasising that each teacher should work creatively to invent ways to impart 
sensations and technical tools to the students. Kovich15 expressed how appropriate the 
university setting could be for the development of curricula that embeds somatic 
ideas:  
 
Higher education dance programs, situated amidst a culture of academic 
study and research, are well placed to lead the way in investigating and 
designing dance training practices that enable graduates to work more 
safely, intelligently, efficiently, effectively, sustainably, competently, and 
creatively in the industry. The Somdance Project outcomes suggest that 
somatically informed dance-training practices are likely to be more 
effective if they form the basis of an undergraduate dance curriculum. In 
so doing, students and teaching faculty would all participate in a common 
culture of learning and training. 
 
The pilot study 
We introduced the first year student participants to somatics in the first week of 
Semester 1 through a practical workshop and the provision of relevant theoretical 
sources. Dance technique laboratories were introduced in the second and third weeks 
of the semester. These laboratories unpacked specific contemporary dance 
movements, illuminating connections to relevant somatic information and engaging 
students in discussions that stimulated critical thinking, analytical skills and self-
                                                     
15 Email correspondence October 6, 2013.   
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reflective practices. This increased in week four of semester so that movement 
sequences developed in previous weeks were expanded into full-length contemporary 
dance classes.  
 
Opportunities for group discussion and reflection were pivotal to the design and 
delivery of the pilot. Given that very few of the students had experienced any somatic 
practice, we were conscious of the need to ensure transparency when delivering tasks, 
instructions, and feedback, while highlighting points of interest and potential 
challenges. Language, articulation and the provision of visual and kinaesthetic cues 
were integral to this process. Initially group discussions were used to encourage the 
dancers to communicate thoughts and experiences with their peers.  As non-verbal 
behaviour is the predominant form of communication observed within the dance 
studio, speaking ‘out’ was initially difficult for many. This was even more apparent 
with the first year students at the beginning of their university degree.   
 
In order to inform other permanent dance teaching staff about the approaches covered 
and the language and imagery used throughout TTP, we engaged in a series of team-
teaching classes in ballet and contemporary dance. This involved one staff member 
teaching a dance class and Huddy and Roche making connections for the students 
between ideas covered in technique labs and the approach of the teacher. For the 
teaching staff, these sessions provided professional development and articulated links 
between their specific knowledge and experience and the new somatic information 
and approaches. These team-teaching classes were intended to illustrate to the 
students the application and relevance of their learning across dance styles and genres, 
regardless of teacher or teaching style. The sessions seemed particularly useful in 
18 
 
ballet, as students struggled with making connections between the more exploratory 
movements of somatics and the finely structured ballet class.   The underlying 
principles covered in these four weeks were re-emphasised, re-examined and woven 
throughout practical units for the remainder of the semester (weeks 5 – 13) in an 
anatomy unit (2 hours per week); body conditioning classes (1.5 hours per week) and 
incorporated into contemporary dance classes (5 – 7.5 hours per week). 
 
Research methodology  
The project adopted an Action Research model, as it drew together methodologies 
from the social sciences to tackle research questions in context (Muir 2007). 
Furthermore, it built on previous studies undertaken in the field16 that have explored 
the practical intervention of somatics alongside critical reflection in tertiary level 
dance training. The research utilised evidence-based qualitative and quantitative 
research methodologies including questionnaires, in-class video of student 
engagement and performance, focus groups, feedback sessions with students and 
ongoing reflection by the research team to measure the impact of the project upon 
student learning and performance. Using the first person perspective of embodiment 
as an initiating point, this research project embraced a constructivist approach to 
teaching and learning, acknowledging the diversity of experience, knowing and 
difference amongst unique cohorts of students. In doing so, it valued the individual’s 
learning journey as a non-linear process, recognising that ‘knowledge is […] 
constructed by the individual, such that the individual creates meaning of the world, 
rather than discovers meaning from the world’ (Gale and Steffe 1995, p. xii).  
                                                     
16 For example, Diaz, H., Chatfield, S.J. and Cox, J. (2008) and Fortin, S., Vieira A. and 
Tremblay, M. (2009).  
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The students completed a pre-program questionnaire, which collected data on 
previous experience of somatics, experience of teaching styles and relationship to 
learning dance. Some of our initial findings were: Only two out of 46 had heard about 
or encountered somatics before coming to university. 32 identified as kinesthetic 
learners, however, only five students expressed the awareness of an internal sense 
when judging their ability to embody dance technique correctly, with the majority 
relying on external feedback from their teachers. Only eight students attributed 
creativity to an approach to the body within a technique class, while the others 
associated creativity mainly with choreography and performance. 
 
Summary of Findings 
The placement of the somatics sessions at the start of the semester was challenging as 
the students reported that they initially felt insecure, vulnerable and intimidated due to 
not knowing each other. However, they articulated that the four weeks helped them 
push through these feelings and ultimately helped them to break down their 
insecurities. They acknowledged that the formalities of a traditional training format 
protects the students from having to engage openly and with others in the studio to a 
certain degree and therefore, this different approach was quite challenging for them. 
The students felt that the activities and the delivery of information helped them to 
begin to know each other, which supported the transition into university. The 
individualised nature of the sessions helped students to focus their attention on 
personal development rather than establishing a competitive working environment 
and they expressed a sense that this increased the maturity of the learning approach in 
practical classes. Students found they were more respectful of others in class, as they 
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understood that each student was dealing with complex issues on an individual basis. 
Some general individual comments follow:  
• ‘It was very much about you. Your own body and how you react. Rather than 
being told “this is what you’ve got to do, now do it.”  Instead of aiming for 
something for someone else, you’re aiming for something for yourself'.  
• ‘Your hip placement as opposed to where your hips should be. It’s about my 
shoulders or my hips not the exercise of where they should be’    
•  ‘It’s a more mature way of learning to take class. Learning to be in a 
professional environment. The introduction of somatics was a nice way for us 
all to grow up a bit’.  
• It turned up the focus on the individual. You were concentrating on yourself 
so that when you got to the dance classes, you continued to concentrate on 
yourself rather than compete with each other’. 
• ‘My thinking has become effective. Previously, I was thinking but I don’t 
know what I was thinking about. I was thinking a lot about doing things. Now, 
with somatics, I’m thinking effectively and my body is changing to what I am 
thinking’.   
• ‘The most important thing I got out of somatics was definitely the mentality. 
The whole-body movement idea has changed my world’.  
• ‘It felt quite slow at the beginning, but after a while you appreciated how slow 
it was’.  
• ‘Body awareness improved - starting with somatics, and starting with that 
acceptance, helped me be less self-critical and more constructive in terms of 
self-observation’.  
• ‘A different mindset. It’s good to learn to not bully yourself’.  
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• ‘When you are in performance and you’re learning choreography you separate 
the technique from the act of performing.’  
• ‘Initially, when you get up of the floor you feel yourself walking slowly, 
moving slowly, and doing everything small, and doing big or fast things feels 
wrong. Exploring other dynamics would be helpful.’  
• ‘The acceptance of yourself is something I could have listened to a lot earlier. 
It would have helped with impatience in class.  Because you are working on 
things that are so intricate and it’s hard to know if you are doing them 
correctly. Often, in the beginning, I would be very impatient. Now I realize 
that you’re not going to get it all the time – its normal. You are continuously 
working on things and this was helpful for me.’ 
• ‘Even outside of university, I think more about things, I think about what I 
think and how I’m feeling. It’s a selfish thing – but a positive selfish thing.’  
• ‘It’s a great way of distracting yourself from being distracted. It stops you 
from being caught up with what someone else is doing. You are thinking 
about “well what’s going on with me – what’s my lower back doing?”’  
 
In our post study survey, we questioned the students about the efficacy of somatics as 
delivered through this integrated approach in dance training. The following themes 
have been extrapolated from this survey. 30 out of the 3217 students who completed 
the final survey felt confident in incorporating a somatic approach in their further 
dance training experiences. 22 students found that their approach to dance technique 
changed since encountering somatics in the following ways; general increase in body 
awareness, use and incorporation of breath while moving, less effort with movement 
                                                     
17 Although all students participated in TTP, participation in the research aspect was 
voluntary and so some students did not complete final surveys or take part in the focus group.  
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and utilising a whole of body approach rather than isolating limbs.  When asked to 
describe differences to their ability to self-correct body position through somatics, 17 
described an increased awareness of alignment, which for some meant more skeletal 
awareness, which could be used to affect issues such as, the position of the pelvis, 
weight over the feet and correct muscular activation- (that is, not tensing or over using 
muscles). In response to the question regarding the differences between the somatic 
approach to teaching and more conventional dance teaching styles, 11 students wrote 
about the personal and self-reflexive nature of somatics, identifying that this approach 
encouraged independent practice and self-acceptance through allowing an 
individualistic approach to learning.  
 
Conclusions 
The conclusions drawn from this pilot study will form the basis for future 
explorations by the research team. As a scoping exercise, it established the value of an 
integrated approach to somatics for the majority of first year students, exemplified in 
their surveyed response and in ongoing feedback throughout the semester. It is 
recognised that not all of the students appreciated this approach and that those who 
attended the focus group were the ones who had found it most useful. However, in 
other classes, which involved reflective practice on dance technique, students were 
able to articulate key dance technique issues, which they identified as being brought 
to their awareness through the use of somatics in the technique labs. The majority of 
students communicated that they were able to grasp the significant benefits of this 
approach and to utilise it across a range of learning contexts.  
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It is apparent, however, that this approach needs to be continually emphasised so that 
the embodied learning does not disappear, particularly in relation to tightly structured 
dance techniques, such as ballet. The students identified that ongoing support would 
be an important element in maintaining this learning attitude, saying that a weekly 
somatic and ballet technique class would help alongside continued engagement. The 
students were concerned about support for integration of somatics within technique, 
not only in relation to improving their dancing but also for developing reflective 
practices, deeper investigation and a collegial environment. The students recognised 
that they needed help in longer- term maintenance of this thinking. This included 
support in breaking the mindset that if they are not sweating or hurting during dance 
classes then they are going to lose technique.  
  
The research team experienced a marked improvement in engagement with the 
students throughout the weeks of the semester following on from TTP. This allowed 
us to build on many of the issues covered in TTP in relation to alignment and 
sensation as well as to have a more open relationship with the students who seemed 
more expressive and articulate in class. The students seemed to embrace the 
possibility to reflect at this level. Students spoke about the value of having somatics 
and anatomy in one semester. Knowing the muscles and feeling them, helped bring 
awareness on how to work more effectively. The detail of the theory helped the 
articulation of the muscles. Although a focus on anatomy is not usually a 
characteristic of FM, the students found this useful in clearing confusion and making 
connections between the sensation of the body and anatomical structures in a class 
context.  
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Integrating somatics in TTP helped staff to connect with students and to engage them 
as learners in a more mature and egalitarian learning environment. This supported 
increased autonomy for the dance students inside and outside of the dance class. 
Some students acknowledged a tendency to be hypercritical and how over the 
semester the somatic approach helped them understand how to avoid this mind-set 
and to monitor reactions to self in a more mature way.  
 
This shift in learning styles necessitates the development of a holistic approach to the 
culture of teaching and learning in the dance department at QUT. To facilitate this, 
staff will require ongoing, targeted professional development support. The results 
from this pilot have been overwhelmingly positive and support continued 
investigation into the integration of FM and other somatic approaches into dance 
technique classes. The researchers look forward to implementing further longitudinal 
research into the role of somatics within tertiary dance training, and the value of its 
application to not only the acquisition of dance skills but also the development of 
creativity and the growth of the performing dance artist.   
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